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Monkey Business, Marco Polo and Managing Global Public Affairs and Trade

We are now in the year of the Monkey, a year of excitement and innovation. Monkey years are often dramatic and see large scale political change and if you believe these things it is predicted that we may see much political change and the forging of new alliances. Given the instability we are seeing in the Middle East and large parts of Africa. Suspect this is not a predication but a good probability.

It is also over 700 years since Marco Polo started travelling Eastwards and commented on Chinese and Indian Civilisations and observed and recorded the vast amount of trade that was evident in Asia and moved along the Silk Road. He remarked that a stable system of government made this all work for the benefit of each society and that war invariably led to human suffering and mass migration and destruction. Little has changed except that the size of the Asian economies has become larger and the impact of war and conflict more psychologically impactful because of modern media, but the devastation on human life as tragic as ever.

This is a general issue and reflects the vibrancy and range of material and research in the public affairs area. Researchers and practitioners represent the EU, Europe, North America and Asia. We still have gaps in our knowledge geographically, particularly in understanding public affairs in China, India, Japan and Korea, there has only been limited work on 

The first article is entitled “Bridge or Buffer: Two Ideas of Effective Corporate Governance and Public Engagement” and is by  Soojin, Kim of Singapore Management University, Lee Kong Chian School of Business, Singapore and Jeong-Nam, Kim of Purdue University, Brian Lamb School of Communication, West Lafayette, Indiana, US.

The study outlines critical organizational factors that influence corporate governance and the formulation of public relations strategies for public engagement. The study explores the interlinked relationships between public relations strategies and organizational factors and is based on qualitative interviews conducted with communication consultants. Results show that the two public relations strategies, bridging and buffering, are frequently observed and used and are linked with key factors such as size, organizational culture, environment specificity, and strategic orientation. Future implications are discussed.

The next article is entitled “The political nature of brand governance: a discourse analysis approach to a regional brand building process” and is by Andrea Lucarelli of Stockholm University, Kräfriket, Stockholm, Sweden and Massimo Giovanardi of the School of Management, Leicester University, Leicester, UK. The paper looks at place branding as a starting point to understand the communicative process of brand governance in the public realm. The paper explores the modalities through which brand governance emerges as a negotiated and contested mechanism reproduced through language. By drawing on the analytical approach of interpretative repertoires, the analysis demonstrates that a process of governance can be seen as a ‘text’ in a constant state of negotiation in which the level of involvement in the brand building process can be discursively contested, with language illustrating the ways in which different actors express their positions (whether hegemonic or subordinate). The analysis suggests that this can be a power political process in which politics of space and time are expressed linguistically by the different actors involved in brand governance.
The third article “State Environmental Regulators: Perspectives about Trust with their Regulatory Counterparts” is by Michelle Pautz of University of Dayton Political Science, Dayton, Ohio, US and Sara, Rinfret of the University of Montana, Political Science, Missoula, Montana, US. It argues that although numerous studies explore the regulatory enforcement styles of regulators and the regulated community’s compliance motivations, existing research does not provide adequate insight into regulatory interactions themselves. The research uses data from a nationwide survey of more than 1200 state environmental regulators to empirically assess the role of trust in regulatory interactions. It finds statistical support of trust in these regulatory interactions and find that trust appears to be a function of cooperative behaviour, information sharing, respect, perceptions of motivations, and proactive assistance seeking. These findings support the increasing calls for a fundamental restructuring of environmental regulation in favour of an approach to environmental policy that calls for more collaborative working relationships between regulators and their regulatory counterparts.
The fourth article is called, “Lobbying in the Sunshine – Hiding Behind Transparency?” and is by Albert , Veksler of the Business School, Dublin Institute of Technology, Dublin, Ireland.
It looks at Lobbying in Israel which was unregulated for 60 years. Veksler argues that high value is attached to the written decree, but implementation does not necessarily follow and that number of laws have remained at symbolic level in Israel. There were two unsuccessful bills submitted to legislate lobbying regulation: first by Knesset Member (MK) Merom in 1993 and the second one by MK Naot in 2001. The bill submitted by MKs Yechimovich and Sa’ar in 2007 resulted in the passing of Israeli lobbying regulations in 2008 and interestingly but not surprisingly for many the Lobbyist Law displayed unexpected characteristics, and there was a 500% growth in lobbyist numbers. In 2012, a scandal shook the Israeli lobbying world as a crew from the Israeli TV Channel 2’s investigative show Uvda (‘Fact’) infiltrated the training program of the Gilad Government Relations & Lobbying firm. Following the Channel 2 exposé, the Speaker of the Knesset MK Rivlin instructed Knesset employees to immediately forbid the entrance of all lobbyists to areas heavily used by MKs. Viksler argues that these steps, taken almost 4 years after the Knesset had passed a weak Lobbyist Law, scoring 28 points according to a Center of Public Integrity, score, did not create greater transparency but only set certain restrictions on the lobbyists’ movements in the Knesset Building. In 2013, MK, Koll submitted a bill to further regulate the lobbying followed by another bill by MK’s Yechimovich and Tsur in 2014. However, these bills were not passed as the Knesset was dispersed in December 2014. This paper analyses the bills from 1993, 2001, 2007, 2013, and 2014 by measuring their strength according to the Center of Public Integrity Index in order to explore the path that resulted in passing the Lobbyist Law in 2008 and in the following developments.
The next article is a practitioner paper entitled “Building Community: The Characteristics of America’s Most Civic Cities” and is by  Trent A. Engbers, Political Science and Public Administration, University of Southern Indiana, Evansville, Indiana, USA. It argues that a tremendous amount is known about individual civic and political participation and that research tends to show that those who participate are more educated, more affluent and easier to mobilize. Yet, the social value of participation lies not in its individual impact but in democratically meaningful units such as local government. Little is known about why some communities display vibrant patterns of participation while others are characterized by disengagement. This paper explores this gap in knowledge and understanding by examining what corporate, political and non-profit leaders in 10 America’s cities see as key factors to foster civic life. This study finds that institutional factors, unite those cities, with the highest levels of participation. These include a strong corporate presence, mechanisms for mobilization, a strong community identity, public spaces, good government and investment in youth. This serves as a basis for fostering pro-civic policies. This is a practitioner oriented paper that while grounded in research is designed to foster policy solutions rather than just prove linkages.
The sixth article is a practitioner article entitled “AT&T's Establishment of a Political Capability” and is by Richard, S Brown of Pennsylvania State University, Management School, Middletown, Pennsylvania, US. He argues that the literature on corporate political activity has become robust in the last decade as scholars model the antecedents to, as well as the results of, for-profit firms political strategies. The literature lacks, however, a practical guide to the specific activities that firms undertake in order to compete in such a manner. He outlines a case study that follows the political activities of AT&T from 2000 to 2012 in the United States in order to clarify these specific activities. This is a major longitudinal study which those in public affairs will welcome as there is a chronic shortage of quality material like this.
The next article is entitled “Which Treasury Officials Leak Unauthorized Information to the Press in Washington?” and is by Kara, Alaimo of Hofstra University, Department of Journalism, Media Studies, and Public Relations, Hempstead, NY, US. It argues that every modern president of the United States has been plagued by unauthorized leaks of government information to the press. What and who is responsible for such leaks? Presidents of the United States have accused civil servants of attempting to undermine them. However, journalists have suggested that the presidents’ own political appointees leak more frequently and regularly. Using interviews conducted in 2013 with both presidential political appointees and civil servants who worked in public affairs for the U.S. Treasury Department during the administrations of Presidents Barack Obama and George W. Bush, as well as interviews with reporters with whom the Treasury officials interacted frequently, this case study finds that political appointees and civil servants leak unauthorized information that does not serve the president’s interests to the press with roughly the same frequency. The findings shed light on behaviour that is typically shrouded in secrecy and call into question the effort by modern U.S. presidents to gain greater control of the federal government by hiring a record number of political appointees.

The eighth article is entitled “Cost-benefit analysis, CBA, Policy analysis, Environmental Policy and is by Kwangseon, Hwang, of the Korea Institute of S&T Evaluation and Planning (KISTEP), Seoul, Korea. The paper’s aim is to deliver a precise assessment of the use of cost-benefit analysis (CBA) in environmental policy formulation in research and scholarship. There have been several critiques from environmental/legal economists and even from economists who are in favour of the use of CBA. The author argues that critiques of CBA can be reduced to one statement: ‘numbers don’t tell us everything’. The implication from the critiques of CBA is that these evoke cautiousness and wariness against an economized calculation of CBA in the environment policy. It is argued that CBA can be a valuable tool when it is carefully restricted from being used in policies such as environment, health, and natural resource policy in which inherent incommensurability exists.

The next paper is a practitioner paper entitled “Materiality in Corporate Sustainability Reporting within UK Retailing” and is by Peter Jones of the Business School, University of Gloucestershire, Gloucestershire, England, UK and Daphne Comfort and David Hillier of the Centre for Police Sciences University of South Wales, Cardiff, Wales, UK. 

It argues that the concept of materiality is attracting increasing attention in corporate sustainability reporting. The author’s paper offers a preliminary examination of the extent to which the UK’s leading retailers are currently addressing materiality in their sustainability reports and offers some wider reflections on the ways retailers are embracing materiality. The article begins with a short discussion of the concept of materiality and on its determination and draws its empirical material from the most recent sustainability reports posted on the Internet by the UK’s top ten retailers. The findings suggest that there are significant variations in the extent to which the UK’s leading retailers are embracing materiality and that there is no evidence of a sector specific approach to materiality within the UK retail community. More generally the authors argue that the methods currently being used to determine materiality are flawed and that retailers seem likely to continue to face challenges in looking to reconcile the relationships between executive management teams, investors and a wide range of stakeholders in operationalising the concept of materiality. The paper provides an accessible review of the extent to which the UK’s leading retailers are currently embracing materiality as part of the sustainability reporting process and as such it will interest academics, students and practitioners interested in retailing and corporate sustainability.

The final article is very opportune as we grapple with what we mean by CSR and its variations and applications. It is by Soojin, Kim of Singapore Management University, Lee Kong Chian School of Business, Singapore and Jeong-Nam, Kim and Laishan, Tam of Purdue University, Brian Lamb School of Communication, West Lafayette, Indiana, US and is entitled “Think Socially but Act Publicly: Refocusing CSR as Corporate Public Responsibility” In it the authors argue that the current literature has identified a range of different definitions for the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR). Consequently many organizations fail to implement and measure CSR strategically. This study reviews the different theories and concepts within CSR and suggests that the current scope of CSR activities is too large and that organizations are often unable to find a tangible link between CSR and their bottom line. Using two case examples, this study proposes refocusing the concept of CSR as corporate public responsibility (CPR) based on which organizations utilize the concept of publics to prioritize the groups to which they must fulfil their responsibilities before attending to society as a whole. Because organizations are constrained by limited resources, the concept of CPR allows them to invest their resources more strategically. The concept also addresses the limitations of existing theories. The practical implications of this concept are discussed in detail.

1776 was the year of the fire monkey and the US was born, November sees the election of a new US President, let’s hope that it brings increased trade, peace and harmony. 
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